The distribution of terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase (TdT) among subsets of thymocytes in the rat.
Terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase (TdT), a unique DNA-polymerizing enzyme,has been shown to be present in a moderately dense subpopulation of rat thymocytes separated on discontinuous Ficoll density gradients. This subpopulation has been characterized by using antigenic and functional markers to identify directly and quantify cortical and medullary thymocytes. The TdT-positive thymocytes are depleted by cortisone administration, lack responsiveness to phytohemagglutinin, concanavalin-A, and histocompatibility alloantigens, bear surface antigens characteristic of cortical thymocytes (bone marrow lymphocyte antigen) and lack surface antigens characteristic of medullary thymocytes (rat-masked thymocyte antigen and histocompatibility antigens). The results indicate that TdT is present exclusively (or in markedly higher concentrations) in a subset of cells which comprised about 65% of cortical thymocytes. Two other major subsets of cortical thymocytes were identified which appeared to be TdT-negative. A minor subset of very low density cortical thymocytes was also defined. These observations have provided insight into the possible pathways of thymocyte ontogeny.